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Introduction
The person who controls the narrative steers the memory of the past. One way people
influence information is through the usage of propaganda. Although people initially defined
propaganda as the promotion of ideas, around the time of World War I in America, people
associated it with the dishonest promotion of distorted facts for specific agendas. Clyde
Miller—the Institute for Propaganda Analysis founder—says, “Propaganda is persuasion…If it’s
effective, it causes us to think or believe or act as the protagonist wishes; it causes us to reject or
approve.”1 People spread propaganda through methods like images, posters, writings, and mass
media. In both World Wars, governments broadcasted propaganda domestically and abroad to
advance their cause in the war effort.2 One central area the United States produced propaganda
during World War II was the depiction of Japanese-American internment camps through film.
After the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, some Americans, especially on the West Coast,
grew anxious and fearful of the Japanese in the United States. A combination of false rumors of
espionage, war hysteria, weak leadership, and
racial prejudice against Japanese-Americans
spread in the United States. President Franklin
D. Roosevelt (FDR) issued Executive Order
9066, allowing the military to move any people
that seemed like a national threat to a
government-run relocation center. The U.S.

1

Thomas B. Christie and Andrew M. Clark, “Framing Two Enemies in Mass Media: A Context Analysis of US
Government Influence in American Film during World War II,” American Journalism Historical Association 25, no.
1 (Winter 2008): 56-58.
https://eds.s.ebscohost.com/eds/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=2&sid=3ca283aa-72dc-4464-9c04-0a4e05d4c5dc%40redi
s.
2
Christie and Clark, “Framing Two Enemies,” 58-59.
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army uprooted around 120,000 Japanese people by birth or lineage from the California, Oregon,
Washington, and other West Coast areas, declaring it a military necessity. The authorities moved
the Japanese-American citizens to temporary assembly centers until they finished the ten
relocation camps. To oversee this transition, FDR created the War Relocation Authority (WRA)
to manage the relocation centers and assist with their transition back home after the war.3
Along with the need to run the relocation, there was a need to document them. Within the
WRA, select people were in charge of photographing and filming all aspects of
Japanese-American internment. This process included pictures of families leaving their homes,
camp life, and their return after the war for public relations purposes. Thomas Wesley Parker was
a significant authority over the documentation of Japanese-Internment. As head of the WRA
photo office, he oversaw numerous photos and filmed hours of footage for government films.4 To
assist in this effort, FDR issued Executive Order 9182 to establish the Office of War Information
(OWI) to manage information about the war. Elmer Davis, a former journalist and broadcaster,
led the office and agreed with FDR that motion pictures were the best instrument to shape public
thought.5 Within these departments' collaboration, the government produced propaganda to drive
the perception of the war, which included Japanese-American internment.
These offices and departments produced propaganda that was intended to shape the
perception of Japanese-American internment camps by persuading audiences that the internment
camps were a necessary, patriotic duty. The propaganda employed visual rhetoric and
concentrated on incomplete aspects of incarceration. These half-truths emphasized the more
positive and friendly appearances while overlooking the harsher realities of imprisonment.
3

Roger Daniels, “Incarcerating Japanese Americans,” OAH Magazine of History 16, no. 3 (Spring 2002): 19-21.
Lane Ryo Hirabayashi and Kenichiro Shimada, Japanese-American Resettlement Through the Lens: Hikaru Carl
Iwasaki and the WRA’s Photographic Section, 1942-1945 (Boulder: University Press of Colorado, 2009), 7-9.
https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=nlebk&AN=290781&site=ehost-live.
5
Christie and Clark, “Framing Two Enemies,” 59-61.
4
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Japanese-American internment propaganda altered the portrayals of internment camps while also
exposing the contradictions in practicing the democratic ideals the government promoted.

Historiography
There are many different perspectives within the historical writings on
Japanese-American internment. The majority of early works on Japanese-American internment
focused on the racial issues of internment. Jacobus tenBroek, Edward N. Barnhart, and Floyd W.
Matson, the authors of Prejudice, War, and the Constitution, accused anti-Asian racial prejudice,
mainly found on the West Coast, as the cause behind Japanese-American internment.6 As
historiography progressed over the following decades, other perspectives emerged. Peter Iron’s
Justice at War argues that the flaws and bad decisions in government showed that
Japanese-Americans were not a real threat, backing the ideas of the failure of leadership during
that time.7 Roger Daniels did a vast amount of research on internment, combining both ideas of
race and war hysteria. Officials decided on incarceration because of outside pressures and racial
stereotypes.8 His research on this great tragedy, seen in his work Concentration Camps: North
America, Japanese in the United States and Canada During World War II, emphasizes how
leaders gave into racism and fear of Japanese-American citizens.9 Democracy on Trial by Page
Smith lessened the emphasis on the racial factors, and claimed evidence for Japanese-American,
and the Japanese government connections caused the mass removal to the camps.10 Then,
6

Jacobus tenBroek, Edward N. Barnhart, and Floyd W. Matson, Prejudice, War, and the Constitution (Berkeley and
Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1968).
7
Peter Irons, Justice at War (New York: Oxford University Press, 1983).
8
Brian Masaru Hayashi, Democratizing the Enemy: The Japanese-American Internment (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2004), 4.
https://proxy.floridacollege.edu:8443/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=nlebk&AN
=355990&site=eds-live&ebv=EB&ppid=pp_iv.
9
Roger Daniels, Concentration Camps: North America Japanese in the United States and Canada During World
War II (Malbar, Florida: Krieger Publishing Company, 1971).
10
Page Smith, Democracy on Trial: The Japanese American Evacuation and Relocation in World War II (New
York: Simon and Schuster, 1995).
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Democratizing the Enemy: The Japanese-American Internment by Brian Masaru Hayashi
promotes that national security concerns dominated the decisions for internment.11
These works complement each other to show the many facets of internment. From their
position, Americans held various views to explain internment. For some, it was racial prejudice,
or different bad decisions in political leadership, while others were genuinely fearful for the
nation's security after the Pearl Harbor attack. The creators of Japanese-American internment
propaganda acknowledged these factors and employed them for their agenda. The propaganda
from this time reveals that the government desired positive public relations by showing the better
parts of internment, the benefits of the camp, and emphasis on the Americanization of
Japanese-Americans as loyal, patriotic citizens to calm fears of disloyalty. In the historical
community, historians provide diverse perspectives on the issue of Japanese-American
internment.
One area in Japanese-American Internment history that scholars have not concentrated on
is the government-produced propaganda films about Japanese-American internment. These
government propaganda films reveal a unified message meant to influence the audience's
perception of Japanese-American internment. Works like Lane Ryo Hirabayashi and Kenichiro
Shimada's Japanese-American Resettlement Through the Lens along with Elena Tajima Creef’s
Imaging Japanese America deconstruct government photography of the relocation, but there is
not much material on the motion picture propaganda produced by the government.12 This study
seeks to investigate and analyze the government-made propaganda films on Japanese-Internment

11

Brian Masaru Hayashi, Democratizing the Enemy: The Japanese-American Internment (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2004), 2-11.
https://proxy.floridacollege.edu:8443/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=nlebk&AN
=355990&site=eds-live&ebv=EB&ppid=pp_iv.
12
Lane Ryo Hirabayashi and Kenichiro Shimada, Japanese-American Resettlement Through the Lens.
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and compare their messages to primary accounts from Japanese-Americans that experienced the
camp.

Government Films
One area of documentation of the Japanese-American internment came from the
government film. The War Relocation Authority (WRA) cooperated with other government
organizations, like the Office of War Information (OWI) and the War Activities Committee of the
Motion Picture Industry, to chronicle Japanese-American internment through propaganda films
between 1924-1945.13 These motion pictures sought to justify their decision for detention,
educate the public about the camps, and eventually alleviate fears the people had as the
government approved of their release back into society toward the end of the war. Although the
series of films documented this historical event, it also contributed to the U.S. government's
deceptive narrative about the Japanese incarnation that neglected to tell the whole truths of
internment.
The OWI and the War Activities Committee of the Motion Picture Industry produced
Japanese Relocation, the first significant propaganda film about Japanese-American internment.
Japanese Relocation aimed to educate their audience about the relocation process and justify the
decision through the rhetorical use of democratic and Christian terminology. Sumiko Higashi, a
SUNY professor, also notes that the style of Japanese Relocation merged realism and melodrama
by trying to present a realistic picture of the lives of Japanese-Americans, with various

13

Heidi Holmstrom, “Fractured Ideals: Japanese American Internment through a Government Lens,” National
Archives: The Unwritten Record, February 16, 2017.
https://unwritten-record.blogs.archives.gov/2017/02/16/fractured-ideals-japanese-american-internment-through-a-go
vernment-lens/.
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dramatizations.14 The rhetorical and stylistic choices from the script to visuals in this film
influenced the audience's perception of the affair.
The film's opening features Milton S. Eisenhower,
the first director of the WRA, set in an office displaying
patriotic symbols like a photograph of FDR and the
American flag. With an authoritative and powerful voice,
Eisenhower introduced the context and reasoning for
incarceration. Acknowledging that two-thirds of the
Japanese interned were American citizens, and though only “some among them were potentially
dangerous,” he still defended imprisonment due to the potential of disloyalty and sabotage in
critical west coast areas.15 Japanese Relocation only includes the voice of Eisenhower, leaving
out the Japanese-American perspective. This arrangement allowed Eisenhower to generalize the
feelings of the Japanese without hearing their perspective. For instance, when talking about the
relocation, Eisenhower states, “The Japanese themselves cheerfully handled the enormous
paperwork involved in the migration.”16
Eisenhower then briefly states the quick evacuation and financial sacrifice of briefly
abandoning their livelihood and work. When describing the transportation to the camps to carry
the household belongings and people, the film provides no information on the number of items
the families were allowed to have, making it seem like they could bring much of their home
items. During this migration, Eisenhower emphasized that many loyal Japanese saw this as a
sacrifice to help in the war effort. The film briefly discussed the quickly made assembly centers
14

Sumiko Higashi, “Melodrama, Realism, and Race: World War II Newsreels and Propaganda Films,” University of
Texas Press 37, no. 3 (Spring 1998): 49.
15
Japanese Relocation, U.S. Office of War Information (1943), Video, digital reel,
https://archive.org/details/Japanese1943.
16
Japanese Relocation, OWI.
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at the race tracks until the camps were ready for use. Instead of focusing on the appalling
conditions of the assembly centers, it concentrated on the efforts of the Japanese to make life feel
more normal through church services, newspapers, and schools.
Higashi points out the role music played in Japanese Relocation. The film begins with
ominous oriental music before introducing the Japanese fears section. Then the music
transitioned to a frontier-like soundtrack during the scenes describing the migration to the west in
the uninhabitable land. Higashi claims the film attempted to portray the Japanese as pioneers.17
This idea matches the tone of the field, scenic western landscape, and sense of the Japanese
creating democratic communities in this new area. Eisenhower tapped into westward expansion
imagery through phrases like “the raw lands of the desert turn green when all adult hands are
productive at work.”18 Although the Japanese-Americans within the camp held many aspects of
an independent life, they were still restricted to the camp by guard towers and machine guns.
Through these specific cinematographic and score decisions, the film sends an underlying
message to its audience.
When the film reached Japanese moving into the camps, the narrator tells the audiences
that “the newcomers looked about with some curiosity. They were in a new area on land that was
raw, untamed, and full of opportunity.”19 The narrative downplays the concerns of the
Japanese-Americans and frames it into the opportunities they have available to them. Along with
this, once the Japanese-Americans were in the camps, the film shifted to emphasizing
Americanization through schools and community activities. This action reinforced the idea these
Japanese-Americans needed to be “more American” while also earlier commending them as
loyal citizens ready to sacrifice for their country.
17

Higashi, “Melodrama, Realism, and Race,” 50.
Japanese Relocation, OWI.
19
Ibid.
18
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The film ends with a discussion on when the camps will end but gives no specific path
forward, leaving answers open to speculation, making the Japanese-Americans wonder when and
if they will be able to go home. Eisenhower’s last lines declare the audience for this film to
Americans and those abroad by saying,
“We are setting a standard for the rest of the world in the treatment of the people
who may have loyalties to an enemy nation. We are protecting ourselves without
violating the principles of Christian decency. We won’t change this fundamental
dency no matter what our enemies do but of course we hope most earnestly that
our example will influence the Axis powers in their treatment of Americans who
fall into their hands.”20
Japanese Relocation film ignores the majority of the harsher aspects of camp life by overly
focusing on the positive. Stating their message is for all, this proves Japanese Relocation was
meant to inform the public about certain positive, humane aspects of camp life while
purposefully ignoring the harsher realities.
Along with Japanese Relocation, the WRA produced A Challenge to Democracy, which
provided a more complete film coverage of the internment camps. It begins like Japanese
Relocation with a summary of the declared problems of possible disloyalty driven by war
hysteria. The narrator emphasizes that “they are not prisoners. They are not interning. They are
merely dislocated people, the unwanted casualties of
war.”21 Even with saying in the film that the majority were
loyal Americans not under suspicion, the government still
forced all from the west coast areas into barrack buildings
in the internment camps. Once in the center, the video
describes the living quarter's arrangements with the

20

Ibid.
A Challenge to Democracy, U.S. War Relocation Authority (1944), Video, digital reel,
https://archive.org/details/Challeng1944.
21
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government providing the basic necessities for living and food that is “nourishing but simple.”22
In this segment of the film, the narrator only describes in vague terms that the Japanese old items
were in storage without detailing the number of things they were allowed to bring. Appealing to
American ingenuity, the narrator describes how the Japanese only had the bare minimum in
living spaces, so it was the Japanese responsibility to “make the place livable,” including making
privacy curtains in close living quarters.23
Along with making it feel like home, the film emphasizes how Japanese-Americans were
hardworking in the camps and holding to the fundamentals of American life through education,
church services, U.S. organizations like the Boy and Girl Scouts, and participating in the
community through American pastimes like baseball, softball, and football. Even with the
freedoms, supervisors watched over the Japanese, especially in workplaces like the hospitals.
Portraying the Japanese-Americans as normal citizens functioning in this community, the film
states the crime rate among the Japanese in the U.S. “always has been extremely low and this is
proved to be the case in the centers.”24
The last half of A Challenge to Democracy does concede that the relocation centers are
not the best situation:
“While they have many things in common with ordinary American communitie,
in the really important things, relocation centers are not normal and probably
never can be. Home life is disrupted, eating, living, and working conditions are
abnormal. Training children is difficult. Americanism taught in the schools and
churches and on the playgrounds loses much of its meaning in the confines of a
relocation Center. When the War Relocation Authority was only a few months
old, it was decided that relocation centers should not be maintained any longer
than necessary.”25

22

A Challenge to Democracy, WRA.
Ibid.
24
Ibid.
25
Ibid.
23
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After a brief pause on the negative side of internment, the film ends with a segment focused on
the hard work that the Japanese-Americans perform in the camps and the war effort. With
patriotic music in the background, the narrator describes how the Japanese-Americans are
fighting for “the American ideals that are part of their upbringing: democracy, freedom, equality
of opportunity, regardless of race, creed, or ancestry.”26
A Challenge to Democracy, produced a year after Japanese Relocation, provides a more
balanced look at the internment camps by addressing some concerns. It acknowledges things
were not normal and struggles to grasp the many contradictory statements and images in the film.
By emphasizing American values, organizations, and ideals, A Challenge to Democracy attempts
to show the internment camps as supportive of these democratic ideals. This focus ventured to
make audiences feel more accepting of Japanese-Americans as ordinary citizens making this
sacrifice for the war effort. This goal rightly showed how many Japanese-Americans are every
day, loyal citizens, while also revealing deep contradictions the U.S. government had in the
motives and reasoning for the internment camps.
Japanese Relocation and A Challenge to Democracy
are the primary government propaganda films covering
relocation centers. Another unique film in this collection of
government propaganda is The Way Ahead. It seems to be
directed at the Japanese-American audiences in the
internment camps to help ease anxieties or worries about leaving the center and returning to
society.27 The film opens with a young Japanese-American couple walking confidently with a
sense of optimism about the opportunities available in the United States after leaving the

26
27

Ibid.
Holmstrom, “Fractured Ideals.”
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relocation center. The Way Ahead explores the lives of many Japanese-Americans who
transitioned into new communities outside the camps. The film describes Japanese-Americans
taking and enjoying similar or new jobs from their previous lives in nursing, tractor driving,
farming, egg-producing, flag making, and toy making. Much of the footage of
Japanese-Americans came from previous government films. When referencing internment, the
film says the Japanese-Americans were “proud of making the Western deserts into some of the
most productive land in the world”28 This statement made it seem like camp life was not all that
bad because they were able to work and learn skills they could use later.
As scenes of Japanese-Americans leaving the barbed-wire camp to find work,
inspirational music portrays a hopeful tone. Speaking of the possibilities in the new life, the
narrator says, “You can’t walk down the streets of any city without seeing signs like these.
There’s a place for your ability, whatever it may be.”29 The film devotes most of the time to the
overflowing opportunities to come while only briefly mentioning it might be challenging at times
because of trying to find a house or apartment after the war. The narrator guarantees it is not
difficult to make friends, stating, “It isn’t hard to make friends in a store, at church, or almost
anywhere else.”30 It described how children, no matter what race, would play together on
playgrounds, and women would get acquainted in kitchens in their communities. Speaking of the
children, the narrator says that although the children “might not have objected to the dust and
wind of the relocation center…there are other places that are more pleasant outside and the
adjustments to outside living are easy for them.”31 The Way Ahead endeavored to portray the
transition back into the community as easy, with welcoming communities ready to give the

28

The Way Ahead, U.S. War Relocation Authority, (1944) Video, digital reel, https://youtu.be/eZLDHd_7tnM.
The Way Ahead, WRA.
30
Ibid.
31
Ibid.
29
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Japanese a job and social opportunities effortlessly. While devoting the majority of the runtime to
the careers of Japanese-Americans and their families, the film fails to mention the negative
prejudices that were present during that time.
Another critical World War II propaganda film of
Japanese-Americans was Go for Broke, describing the training
of the 442nd Regimental Combat Team made up of
Japanese-Americans from the mainland and also Hawaii.32
The film's beginning emphasized those from the mainland
who came from the relocation centers and willingly volunteered to fight for the war. The narrator
says how they “volunteered to fight when they were behind the barbed wire enclosures of
relocation centers where they had been moved. In 1942, soon after the outbreak of war, they
volunteered to fight for the land of their birthday.”33 The video detailed the loyalty and harsh
training the men had to go through for the freedoms and values of a democratic nation.
Hollywood later would produce a movie in honor of this group.
These four governments present a narrative of Japanese-American internment camps,
justifying the government's action and downplaying the harsh aspects of the centers. Japanese
Relocation, the first of the four films, is predominately optimistic about the relocation camps,
details their reasoning, and ignores the many crueler parts of the centers. A Challenge to
Democracy continues similar themes from Japanese Relocation with more detail and making
concessions of some of the difficulties the Relocation Camps would have on the
Japanese-Americans. Although it briefly addressed the concerns about the camp, the primary
focus on Americanism and the normalness of the camp began to better portray

32
33

Holmstrom, “Fractured Ideals.”
Go for Broke, U.S. War Relocation Authority, (1944) Video, digital reel, https://archive.org/details/Challeng1944.
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Japanese-Americans as more “normal” citizens. This displays an evolution in the government
narrative. By normalizing the Japanese-Americans, A Challenge to Democracy aimed to
eventually help them and the community accept them back after the camps would close. The
government then made The Way Ahead reassure the Japanese-Americans in the camp that this
transition back would not be as bad as expected, ignoring previous prejudices the communities
might still hold after the war. Partnered with this, Go for Broke best shows how these
Japanese-Americans loyally fought for their country to help end the war. These films displayed
the narrative movement of Japanese-American internment, beginning with security concerns
with an optimistic outlook of the new opportunities in a camp. The second film introduces that
Japanese-Americans adapted to camp life, with some struggles, but were doing well in their
sacrifice for the war effort. The Way Ahead reveals how the government tried to reassure
Japanese-Americans the situation would not be as bad once they left, already assuming some had
these concerns. Go for Broke displays the final portrayal of Japanese-Americans training in the
war. These four films wrestle with portraying internment camps accurately and influencing
perceptions of Japanese-Americans. In their justifications and measures to accomplish this, they
reveal the hypocrisy of preaching democratic ideals and freedoms while also interning this
population of their citizens.

Japanese-American Primary Sources
Interned Japanese-Americans documented their experiences through various forms,
including letters, drawings, books, and interviews. The sources expose areas that government
films brushed over or watered down to make the camp experience seem better than reality. The
three major areas that contrasted with the films: the move-out process, conditions of the
facilities, and racial discrimination.
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The government rushed the evacuation process for Japanese-Americans, often hurting
Japanese-Americans’ businesses and homes. Yuri Tateishi, a Japanese-American that
experienced the Manzanar camp, recalled the process,
“It was terrible because you had to sell everything…I don’t remember how much
notice we got, but it seems like it was two weeks or something because we had to
rush to sell everything. I don’t remember how much time we had, but it wasn’t
very long. Otherwise, we wouldn't be selling at such low prices.”34
Along with Tateishi’s account, Mary Tsukamoto described how the
evacuation hurt the Japanese-American community.35 Many
Japanese-Americans could not make mortgage payments and lost their
property. Tsukamoto recalls the sadness when they realized the
government split their community into two different camps, saying,
“We endured so much together and never dreamed we would be
separated. Suddenly we found out we wouldn’t be going to the same
place. That was a traumatic disappointment and a great sadness for us…I can’t understand why
they had to do this.”36 The disruption of Japanese-American lives, financially and emotionally,
during the evacuation process was skimmed over in the government films. Instead, the films
portrayed the evacuation as an American duty and adventure for Japanese-Americans, with little
visual or verb referring to the hardship it caused.
Another area the films skimmed was the resettlement conditions that made the
Japanese-Americans feel less like ordinary citizens and more like prisoners. In 1942, another
Japanese-American, Ted Nakashima, wrote about his experience in the resettlement center:
34

Yuri Tateishi, “Yuri Tateishi: Manazar,” in And Justice for All: An Oral History of Japanese American Detention
Camps, ed. John Tateishi (New York: Random House, 1984), 23-25
35
Densho, “Celebrating Mary Tsukamoto on her 100th Birthday,” Accessed April 25, 2022.
https://densho.org/catalyst/celebrating-mary-tsukamoto-on-her-100th-birthday/.
36
Mary Tsukamoto, “Mary Tsukamoto: Jerome”, in And Justice for All: An Oral History of Japanese American
Detention Camps, ed. John Tateishi (New York: Random House, 1984), 4-10.
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“The resettlement center is actually a penitentiary—armed guards in towers with
spotlights and deadly tommy guns, fifteen feet of barbed-wire fences, everyone
confined to quarters at night, lights out at ten o’clock. The guards are ordered to
shoot anyone who approaches within twenty feet of the fence. No one is allowed
to take the two-block long hike to the latrines after nine, under any
circumstances.”37
Although shots of the guard towers were visible in some scenes, and brief references were made
to the barbed wire fences, no film described this aspect of detention in detail. Eddie Sakamoto, a
Japanese-American at the Manzanar camp, explained a similar experience to Nakashima,
writing, “I felt like a prisoner because they had four watchtowers, the soldiers with their guns,
you know, was watching you…And anybody try to go out, not escaping, but try to go out, they
shoot you, without giving any warning.”38 After her experience in the camps since no cameras
were allowed, Okubo journaled and drew a record of her experience and published it after the
war in her graphic novel, Citizen 13660.39 Although the government tried to provide provisions
to make camps feel like home, the camp still felt like a prison for Japanese-Americans. Although
the government film claimed most
Japanese-Americans were peaceful, loyal citizens,
the arrangement of the camp’s barbed-wire fences,
guards, and guns showed the fears that persisted
about Japanese-Americans.
For the condition of the facilities, Nakashima described how the apartment floors were
frequently covered in mud because of the poor conditions of the shiplap floor put in the formal
stables. Other areas that had terrible conditions dealt with food and sanitation, where Nakashima

37

Ted Nakashima, “Concentration Camp: U.S. Style.” in Reporting World War II: Part One American Journalism
1938-1944, (New York: The Library of America, 1995), 353.
38
Eddie Sakamoto, “Eddie Sakamoto: Manazar,” in And Justice for All: An Oral History of Japanese American
Detention Camps, ed. John Tateishi (New York: Random House, 1984), 17.
39
Miné Okubo, Citizen 13660 (Washington: University of Washington Press, 1983), vii-xiv.
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described the long lines in the rain to wait for slate bread and little food. Sewage-disposal pipes
often broke, spilling into the streets, and many showers did not have hot water.40 Tom Watanabe
described his experience moving into the camps with his pregnant wife. Watanabe and his wife
had to live with three other families they did not know in one room in the barracks. He expressed
his frustration with the conditions of the living quarters, pointing out their mattresses for beds
were made of stuffed straw, and the hospital that tried to care for his wife was incomplete.
During labor, his wife and children both died, and with little information about the death,
Watanabe believed it to be the result of the camp’s inadequate facilities.41
Reinforcing these perspectives from Nakashima,
Sakamoto, and Wantanade, in Miné Okubo’s Citizen
13660, Okubo vividly displays and describes the dreadful
conditions of the living quarters the government arranged
with no privacy within the living quarters, showers, and
toilets in a community-style.42 Okubo wrote that the
toilets were frequently out of use, with little separation between toilets and showers. Many
Japanese-Americans made their own curtains and boards to create a slight sense of privacy.43 In
an interview with the National World War II Museum, Amy Iwasaki Mass confirms the similar
conditions in the Heart Mountain Relocation Center. Mass believed that the camp was going to
be a

40

Nakashima, “Concentration Camp,” 353.
Tom Watanabe, “Tom Watanabe: Manazar,” in And Justice for All: An Oral History of Japanese American
Detention Camps, ed. John Tateishi (New York: Random House, 1984), 17. 95-97.
42
Okubo, Citizen 13660, 139.
43
Ibid, 72-77.
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“quiet, calm place to go. Well, it wasn’t. It turned out to be there was no foliage. It
was all tumbleweeds and a lot of dust flying around. And our house was one room
with six cots and a potbelly stove that we could use to keep us warm.”44
Mass describes how many Japanese-Americans fitted newspapers and rags into cracks and holes
in the walls to keep the weather out. In this situation, Mass witnessed the strength of the
Japanese suffering.45 These conditions left painful reminders of the painful realities the
Japanese-Americans experienced.
In an interview for The Japanese American Legacy Project, C-SPAN interviewed Senator
Daniel Inouye in 2011 on his experiences in World War II. Daniel Inouye served in the 442nd
volunteer Regimental Combat Team of Japanese-American pictured in the government film Go
for Broke.46 Inouye told how Hawaiian and mainland Japanese-Americans had differences
because of geography and culture, which caused disunity and tension among the 442nd. The
Hawaiian Japanese-Americans did not know details about the Japanese-American Internment
Camps, and the Japanese-American from the mainland did not discuss
the camps they came from. To help unify the troops, the commander
had the soldiers visit the Japanese-American camps in Arkansas. The
Hawaiian-Japanese, thinking they were going to have a good time
visiting with the other Japanese, were shocked at the center's
conditions. At first, after seeing the barriers and machine-gun towers,
they believed it was a military camp but then realized this is where many of the troops' families
were forced to live. When they left the camp to return to the base, they were silent the whole
drive back. Inouye said that the Hawaiian Japanese-Americans understood the mainland
44

Helen Yoshida, “Redress and Reparations for Japanese American Incarceration” National World War II Museum,
August 13, 2021.
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Japanese-Americans, saying that “Overnight the regiment was formed. The next morning, you
had the 442nd.”47 This account records how Japanese-Americans seen in the film Go for Broke
reacted in shock to witnessing the American concentration camps where the other soldiers'
families lived.48
Outside of the evacuation process and conditions of facilities, many Japanese-Americans
faced racial discrimination, which the films avoid discussing. This bigotry against
Japanese-Americans was not new but had been around since the late nineteenth century on the
west coast. Labor leader slogans like “The Japs Must Go!” to even the mayor of San Francisco
saying that Japanese-America is “not the stuff of which American citizens can be made” show
the racial prejudice there previously.49 Not only in politics but many newspapers by the time of
war talked differently about war with Japan than war with the Germans, portraying Japan as a
“racial menace” with different oriental values.50 Editorial cartoons from Theodor Seuss Geisel,
Dr. Seuss also promoted these views. In 1942, Dr. Seuss composed “Waiting for the Signal From
Home,” which depicts the racial stereotype of Japanese on
the West coast in a line to pick up explosives and wait for the
message from Japan to attack. This contradicted the reality
because no Japanese-Americans on the West Coast were
convicted of sabotage during this time.51 These ideas spanned
from leaders, newspapers, and cartoons and spread into the
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culture and carried over into one of the causes of Japanese-American Internment.
These roots of racial prejudice also carried over into other parts of culture, including film.
After Pearl Harbor in 1942, Paramount Pictures produced Japoteurs, in which Superman fights
Japanese-American spies. In this children’s cartoon, Superman, the symbolic embodiment of
American ideals and justice, fights the untrustworthy and evil Japanese-Americans.52 The
cartoonist appeals to racial stereotypes when creating the Japanese with buck teeth and thick
accents. The episode’s opening begins with a Japanese-American who seems loyal because of his
picture of the Statue of Liberty, but then at night, the picture flips over to reveal the Japanese
Rising Sun picture. For the episode's plot, the Japanese-American plans to steal a new American
bombing plane and captures Lois Lane. The episode
frequently references the racial slur “the Japs.” Superman
then fights the Japanese-American, who tries to commit
sabotage and saves Lois and the Americans from a massive
bomb attack. This film shows how anti-Japanese sentiment
and racism carried over into popular culture and the American perspective on
Japanese-Americans. By contrasting Superman, the symbol of the American Dream, with
stereotypical Japanese-American radicals, this cartoon helped stir wartime hysteria and prejudice
against Japanese-Americans, which further helped support Japanese-American Internment.
Lieutenant Governor John L. DeWitt confirms these ideas in this defense for internment by
saying, “A Jap is a Jap.” 53 Frequently identifying loyal Japanese-Americans with the Japanese
that bombed Pearl Harbor helped frame the American mindset and racial attitudes toward
Japanese-Americans, helping lead to the justification for Japanese-Internment.
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Mary Tsukamoto remembers before the war, when leaving school, how boys would throw
stones and call Tsukamoto and her friends Japs. After Pearl Harbor, she declared their loyalty to
America and wanted to help, but the government continued to add regulations on the
Japanese-Americans. One Japanese-American worker remembered after Pearl Harbor that “even
the people that I worked for treated me and talked to me as though it was my own father who
was piloting those planes out there at Pearl Harbor.”54 For Aiko Hergiz-Yoshinaga, she
remembers that before leaving for the internment camp, her school’s President met with the
Japanese-American students and said, “You’re not getting your diplomas because your people
bombed Pearl Harbor.”55 Aiko Hergiz-Yoshinaga’s example shows that racial prejudice did not
just come from fellow peers at school but also the adults, with many claims that associated all
Japanese-Americans with the Japanese at Pearl Harbor.
This discrimination did not end once Japanese-Americans were interned but continued
into the internment and post-war experience. For Ted Nakashima, in the conclusion of his writing
on the camp experience, he said the worst part of racial bigotry he experienced was from the
government: “What really hurts most is the constant reference to us evacuees as ‘Japs.’ ‘Japs’ are
the guys we are fighting. We’re on this side and we want to help. Why won’t America let us?” 56
People blurred the lines between Japanese-Americans and the Japanese that American fought
against in their conversations about the war.
While Japanese-Americans were interned, some local groups on the west coast spread
pamphlets titled “The Japs Must Not Come Back!” to spur racial fears for the post-internment
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period.57 During World War II, some
Americans created anti-Japanese
organizations. In Seattle, the two major
anti-Japanese organizations were the
Remember the Pearl Harbor League (RPHL)
and the Japanese Exclusion League (JEL).
According to newspaper accounts like Seattle Times, Seattle Star,
and Seattle Post Intelligencer, they were most active during the
resettlement process. Members printed flyers and wrote in
newspapers to influence public opinion. One pamphlet from the
RPHL wrote that “The Japanese were a menace until removed, and
will become a menace again when returned.”58 Many articles
claimed Japanese and Japanese-Americans would create secret
societies and colonies they called “The Black Dragon,” spreading
false myths and accusations. Nifty Garrett, a businessman and
owner of Standard, a local newspaper, published on the cover of his paper for 30 months, “OUR
OBJECTIVE: BANISH JAPS FOREVER FROM THE USA.”59 The RPHL also posted a
24-page pamphlet describing evidence of Japanese-American disloyalty.60 They argued that
American-born Japanese were raised in Japanese environments and sent to Japan to study and
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said their Shinto religion was a cult to promote religious patriotism. Some pamphlets advocated
for a Constitutional amendment calling for all Japanese to be removed from the United States.61
After returning home to Seattle on May 10, 1945,
one Japanese-American family found their home
vandalized and destroyed.62 This experience is just one of
many examples of these harsh conditions
Japanese-Americans experienced returning home. Many
Japanese-Americans decided not to return to their homes
before internment but moved to other states in fear of the
hatred and struggle. By April 1945, fewer than 1,300
Japanese-Americans had come back to California. Within
the first half of 1945, one Pacific Citizen newspaper reported
over forty violent incidents against Japanese-Americans
returning from internment. Throughout California, white
citizens terrorized Japanese-Americans, even in some cases
burning, blowing up, and shooting at Japanese-Americans in
their homes and businesses.63
On January 13, 1945, one L.A. newspaper article, “L.A. Housing Fight Looms As Japs
Return,” described race struggles with overcrowded housing stating, “we are not opposed to
having the Japanese returning, but we believe, since many of our people are war workers, that we
are entitled to certain considerations.”64 Roots of racial prejudice against Japanese-Americans
61
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still continued upon the Japanese-Americans’ return from the camps. These experiences contrast
the promises in films like The Way Ahead that imagined a more accessible and welcoming
transition back into American communities outside the camps.

Conclusion
In the decades following release from internment, Japanese-Americans recorded and
voiced their stories about the injustice and experience in the internment camps. An early source
providing the Japanese-American perspective came from the Board of National Missions of the
Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. This film was not produced by the WRA but used some
footage from A Challenge to Democracy. This silent film provided the perspective of
Japanese-Americans. One child from the film said, “We faced a neat dilemma. We could stand on
our citizenship rights and resist evacuation, or serve our country by doing as we were told. We
chose the latter.”65 This film also voiced the fears
Japanese-Americans experienced: the worry that they
would not be able to leave the camp in the future. One
Japanese-American war veteran, Ben Kuroki, said, “I
don’t know for sure if it’s safe to walk the streets of
my own country.”66 This film serves as a counter to the
government propaganda at the time by voicing the perspectives and fears of the
Japanese-Americans rather than just what the government selected to show and tell viewers. It
also used similar footage from the films but, for rhetorical purposes, added the Japanese
perspective to provide a fuller picture of the historical account of internment.
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Japanese-Americans not only expressed their perspective through the film but also
through literature. As mentioned previously, Okubo’s Citizen 13660 showed her story through
her drawings. Another famous memoir from this time was Jeanne Wakatsuki Houston’s Farewell
to Manzanar. Her account began with the aftermath of Pearl Harbor and followed her family’s
move to Manzanar. Throughout the narrative, she described the difficult desert life and
overcrowded housing as well as how she adjusted to life in the concentration camp. Wakatsuki
ends her book by describing her return to the camp thirty years later. Farewell to Manzanar was
popular in children’s classrooms, selling over one million copies and later a movie in 1976.67
Not only did Japanese-Americans voice their stories through drawings, writing, and film,
but they promoted change through legislation. For decades after internment, Japanese-Americans
worked to bring about awareness and change to the history and remembrance of
Japanese-American internment. With the passage of the Civil Liberties Act of 1988 signed by
Ronald Reagan, the 60,000 surviving Japanese-Americans received $20,000 in reparations.68
Although reparations came with this legislation, Reagan said, “We must recognize that the
internment of the Japanese-Americans was just that: a mistake…What is most important in this
bill has less to do with property than with honor. For here we admit a wrong; here we reaffirm
our commitment as a nation to equal justice under the law.”69 Along with the reparations, Reagan
officially apologized for the mistake. He acknowledged the offense was based on race that
caused 120,000 Japanese-Americans to be driven to concentration camps. He concludes by
saying,
67
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“America stands unique in the world: the only country not founded on race but on
a way, an ideal. Not in spite of but because of our polyglot background, we have
had all the strength in the world. This is the American way…the ideal of liberty
and justice for all--that is still the American way.” 70
Reagan admits the United States was guilty of a serious
crime against its citizens but realizesAmerica is still
learning how to pursue justice and liberties for all
people. Since then, historians have compiled oral
histories and interviews with surviving
Japanese-Americans telling their stories.71 With greater
access to these primary accounts, these stories maintain their historical perspective, providing
counter material to government propaganda released during that time.
The historical record of the government propaganda films holds multiple narrative
discrepancies compared to many letters, oral histories, interviews, books, and drawings.
Government documentaries covering Japanese-American evacuation, internment, and transition
back into society show many realistic aspects of the events but do not provide a complete
picture. Many shots in Japanese Relocation overlooked the harsher aspects of mass evacuation
from homes and jobs for Japanese-Americans. This film also revealed the contradictions of
calling Japanese-Americans a national security threat that required internment while also
confessing their loyalty and Americanism. The hypocrisy in the arguments for imprisonment
caused people like Ted Nakashima to question, “Can this be the same America we left a few
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weeks ago?”72 Many Japanese-Americans like Eddie Sakamoto confessed loyalty to the
American government and desired for the government to treat them fairly.73
Although A Challenge to Democracy provided a more balanced view of the internment by
referring to some of the negatives of internment, it still primarily aimed to make the camps seem
better than it was in reality. Many Japanese-Americans did participate in many hobbies and
activities like baseball and school. Still, those more ordinary aspects of life cannot be viewed
without remembering the constant government surveillance, lack of privacy, and lower living
conditions of camp life, seen in the descriptions and drawings of Japanese-Americans of all ages
from Miné Okubo in Citizen 13660, the other writings, and oral histories.74
Films like The Way Ahead for Japanese-Americans provided a false sense of confidence
that Japanese-Americans would transition quickly back into society. Negative racial prejudices
and stereotypes seen in the letters, editorial cartoons, headlines, and violence displayed how this
optimism was not always a reality. Go for Broke told the story of loyal Japanese-American troops
in this war film. Looking into the perspective of Daniel Inouye reveals the loyalty of
Japanese-American soldiers and the perception the camps had on other Japanese-Americans not
interned when they witnessed the camps for the first time.
By comparing these four films with multiple primary sources from Japanese-Americans
and newspapers at the time, significant discrepancies fall in three broad areas: the evacuation
process, conditions of the facilities, and racial discrimination. Government films that ignore or
downplay the harsh conditions of the camp do this to provide a more positive narrative on
internment and frame the United States on the moral high ground. These films question
America’s democratic values of forcibly removing a segment of its citizens into camps,
72
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disrupting their lives and families. They also display the immense loyalty Japanese-Americans
had for the United States and reveal they were some of the most dedicated to the war cause,
some even fighting in the military for their family and country. Even when the government did
not treat them fairly, many Japanese-Americans understood the harsh sacrifice. They desired the
government to do better in the future while not agreeing with the decision. The half-truths only
provide a part of the complete picture of what Japanese-American internment was like for its
prisoners and cover the proper sacrifices the Japanese-American endured. This event offers a
stern warning for future decisions in the United States on civil liberties and equality for citizens.
Broken ideals from the Japanese-American internment decisions and films remind future leaders
and communities how to better hold to democratic values than they have done in the past, even
during difficult times. Only by analyzing the propaganda films and primary evidence from
Japanese-Americans can one find the full pictures and truth about Japanese-American
internment.
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